Prevalence of hepatitis C and pre-testing awareness of hepatitis C status in 1500 consecutive PWID participants at the Stockholm needle exchange program.
People who inject drugs (PWID) are the driving force of the hepatitis C virus (HCV) epidemic. Still, treatment is scarcely offered and the awareness of HCV status in PWID is poor. Prevention includes clean needles, syringes and other paraphernalia. HCV awareness was investigated in 1500 PWID in a needle exchange program (NEP) in Stockholm, Sweden, together with HCV prevalence, and time to HCV infection after start of injection drug use. 1500 PWID in the Stockholm NEP were consecutively enrolled. At baseline, awareness of the individual pre-test HCV status was measured followed with tests for anti-HCV and HCV RNA if anti-HCV was positive. Mean age of participants was 39 years and the mean time of injection drug use 18 (0-51) years. The overall anti-HCV prevalence was 82% whereof 76% were HCV RNA positive. Within 4 years after start of injection drug use 50% of the participants were anti-HCV positive. Self-awareness of HCV status was low. Hence, 32% who believed that they never have encountered HCV were anti-HCV positive, and 24% were HCV RNA positive. For those who reported not being aware of their HCV status 62% were anti-HCV positive, and 47% were HCV RNA positive. The very high prevalence of chronic HCV in PWID in Stockholm indicates that both measures for prevention with increased awareness of HCV, and a higher antiviral treatment utilisation in combination need to be implemented in order to reduce the HCV prevalence and combat the HCV epidemic.